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Submission by Dr Simon Gibbs (Reader in Educational Psychology, Newcastle University) and 
Professor Julian Elliott (Professor or Education, University of Durham)1 to the House of Commons 
Education Committee’s Inquiry into the support for children and young people with special 
educational needs and disabilities. 
Regarding the assessment of and support for children and young people with ‘special educational needs 
and disabilities’, we wish to make the following points, some of which should be self-evident but are 
none-the-less important. 
1. Not all children learn in the same way at the same rate. 
2. The differences between children are often subtle and arise from a range of interacting causes, 
only some of which may be innate. 
3. Children from families living in poverty (around 25% of all children; further, 121,000 children 
have no permanent home) are not necessarily intrinsically biologically, neurologically different 
from others of the same age. However, poverty and socio-economic discriminations are 
associated with educational disadvantage. 
4. Cultural and social differences appear to be strongly associated with rates of exclusion from 
school. 
a. Thus, DfE data show that of the 6,685 children and young people excluded from schools 
in 2015/16: 
i. Boys 3 times more likely excluded than girls; 
ii. Pupils of Black Caribbean heritage more than 3 times more likely excluded than 
all others; 
iii. Children eligible for FSM, 4 times more likely to be excluded than those not 
eligible; 
iv. Children with SEND were 7 times more likely to be excluded than children 
without any identified SEND. 
5. This and other evidence (see, for instance,  Gibbs, 2018; Gibbs & Elliott, 2015) suggest that 
categorising children (as is currently required by SEND legislation) is associated with biased and 
insensitive treatment. 
6. Experimental studies have also shown that when the educational difficulties that some children 
experience are labelled and categorised important information about children’s individual 
needs is obscured / lost (Foroni & Rothbart, 2011, 2013; Rothbart, Davis-Stitt, & Hill, 1997).  
7. It is, therefore, important to consider both the intended and unintended implications and 
consequences of the categorisation of children and young people (see Florian et al., 2006). 
8. Taking the notion of ‘dyslexia’ as an example (Elliott & Gibbs, 2008; Gibbs & Elliott, 2010) it is 
possible to see that the distinctions made between those ‘with’ and ‘without’ a categorical label 
are arbitrary and potentially discriminatory because appropriate interventions may be denied 
for lack of a label. 
9. It is also important to recognise that behaviours manifest by children do not necessarily have 
their basis in biological / neurological disorders but may arise in response to or be exacerbated 
by the educational environment (Gibbs & Powell, 2012; Hinshaw, 2018; Pas, Cash, O'Brennan, 
Debnam, & Bradshaw, 2015). 
                                                          
1 [Both authors were teachers, then educational psychologists, before taking up posts in Higher 
Education.] 
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10. Within the current SEND guidance  it is not, therefore, inevitably valid to imply that behaviours 
are appropriately conceptualised as having medical / psychiatric connotations and that they 
may be subsumed within the broad category of ‘Social, emotional and mental health difficulties’ 
(DfE, 2015, p 98, sections 6.32 & 6.33). 
11. Whilst categorising children may serve a bureaucratic statistical requirement, it does not 
convincingly serve the best interests of children, young people or their educators. As has been 
attributed to Einstein ‘Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that can 
be counted counts.’ 
12. We suggest, with Florian et al. (2006), that steps should be taken to instantiate a process by 
which children and young people’s individual educational needs are described in detail rather 
than, as now, defined and classified in ways that are more redolent of medical pathologies. 
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